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Abstract 
 
Dance has the power to express emotion and facilitate understanding in a way that 
is unlike any other art form. With embodied knowledge and raw physicality, dance has 
great potential to be a powerful tool for activism. It is with this core belief that I 
choreograph pieces and dance films for my company, Awaken Dance Theater. These 
beliefs also influence my teaching, in pushing for a culturally relevant curriculum. 
Through choreography and film, this thesis project explores a topic which is historically 
underrepresented in art​: womens’ experiences surrounding fertility and childbearing. 
Such choices and issues surrounding childbearing are hugely impactful on 
women’s lives. Infertility, abortion, pregnancy loss, childless by choice, and even healthy 
pregnancies are often stigmatized and shunned by society at large, and portrayed 
insensitively and inaccurately by the typically male-dominated media. In my thesis, I aim 
to bring womens’ own voices to light. With each of five female dancers exemplifying one 
of the aforementioned issues, I explore gestures based on research and marry those 
findings with personal experience through movement and media. 
The performative portion of my thesis includes a personal film in response to my 
experience with miscarriage as well as a choreographed work with five female dancers 
from Awaken Dance Theater. Due to the COVID-19 outbreak in early 2020, my live 
performance was unfortunately cancelled. In its stead, I made a short film using rehearsal 
footage leading up to our performance, edited the footage to show the trajectory of the 
work, and then invited feedback from dancers and viewers. 
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Introduction 
Choices and issues surrounding childbearing are hugely impactful on women’s lives. 
Infertility, childless by choice, pregnancy loss, abortion, and healthy pregnancies are 
often portrayed insensitively and inaccurately by politicians, news organizations, and 
social media. Women are often judged and shamed for their choices, and their own 
stories are often silenced. Even in the dance and visual arts world, there is a notable 
absence of artwork exploring these issues openly. 
              In life, I have always believed in the power of honest expression of one's 
feelings and experiences. I similarly believe in the power of storytelling through dance, 
and its ability to share emotion and embodied knowledge in a way other artforms cannot. 
Using dance to tell deeply personal stories about womens’ bodies from their own 
perspective is therefore the goal of this project. In this thesis, I bring womens’ voices to 
light, researching issues surrounding fertility and childbearing, and marrying those 
findings with personal experience through movement and media. 
             As a dancer and choreographer, I have always sought to create works that 
provoke reflection on important, under-discussed issues. The mission of my company, 
Awaken Dance Theater, is to “make bold statements on social and political issues 
through dance.” With my thesis, I have narrowed my focus to an important aspect of 
women’s lives, and produced what I feel is my most personally relevant and vulnerable 
work. 
            My thesis research unfolded naturally and included books, articles and 
discussions as well as a layered and at times collaborative creative process. I began by 
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reading and dissecting other artwork made about pregnancy, miscarriage, abortion, 
infertility, and the decision to remain childless. While exploring dance works about these 
issues, I quickly discovered that there is an absence of genuine artwork in this field, and 
only slightly more relevant artwork in the visual arts. While I was saddened to learn of 
these seemingly “missing” works of art, I was equally aware of an added importance of 
my own artistic contributions as a result. Together with a group of all-female dancers 
from Awaken Dance Theater, we investigated gestures and movement impulses related to 
grief, loss, anxiety, and healing. Separately, with a videographer and co-collaborator, I 
also explored and personally physicalized grief related to my miscarriage, resulting in the 
dance film portion of this thesis.  
           My discoveries through this research deeply influenced my creative process and 
personal convictions. In addition to inspiring movement choices, I realized the need for 
more art about challenges related to childbearing, told by women. I have learned that 
discussing such stories with women (and men) during the creative process led to 
incredible information sharing, clarification of misinformation, and destigmatization. The 
lack of accurate information in society regarding the science and statistics behind 
pregnancy-related challenges is shocking, and art is one way to facilitate discussion and 
education. Last but not least, I learned how therapeutic sharing such stories can be, and 
how producing this illuminating work can help other women in need feel less alone. 
 The final performative portion of my thesis was unfortunately affected by the 
COVID-19 outbreak. My performance, initially scheduled for March 21st, 2020 on the 
Montclair State University campus, was cancelled by the school due to efforts to protect 
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the Montclair State community and beyond. The performance would have begun with a 
showing of my five-minute dance film, followed by 17 minutes of live work. It would 
have concluded with an audience talk-back, allowing feedback from audience members 
to be incorporated and unpacked in my final written thesis. In light of this, and with the 
permission of my sponsor Maxine Steinman as well as Dr. Elizabeth McPherson, I am 
submitting a mosaic of several rehearsal videos taken approximately three-four weeks 
prior to the performance, as well as the original dance film that would have been 
projected live. In lieu of live audience feedback and discussion, I am including reflections 
from my dancers and several others who have seen the film. 
Rationale 
I have danced nearly all of my life, beginning with ballet and tap at age three. Dance has 
been a constant source of joy in my life, and only one thing rivals that emotion on the 
opposite end of the spectrum: anger and frustration about inequalities in the world. As an 
undergraduate at Boston University, I majored in International Relations, and as my 
interest in relevant issues grew, I took many courses in Women’s Studies. While in 
school, I volunteered at the National Organization for Women, and, upon graduation I 
worked at Catholics for Choice (a women’s rights nonprofit in Washington, D.C.) and 
later, at Planned Parenthood. During this time, I continued to dance recreationally while 
pursuing a career in activism.   
After one year in the workforce, I felt a strong desire to recommit myself to 
dance. I moved to New York City to study full-time at The Ailey School and began 
realizing I could take a multidisciplinary approach to my career, marrying art and 
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activism. In 2013, I had the idea to create a piece exploring mixed-race relationships in 
response to disparaging, racist remarks about my own mixed-race background. With a 
gathering of a small group of dance friends, I created the ​Race and Relationships 
Choreography Projec​t which premiered at The Ailey Studios in January 2014. After a 
warm reception and several other showings at showcases around the city, I officially 
created Awaken Dance Theater (ADT). Since its founding, I have continued to discover 
the power of making statements about social justice through dance. I now strongly 
believe that dance can and does serve as activism.  
              Over the last six years, I have examined a variety of social and political issues in 
my work with ADT. Aside from racism in inter-racial relationships, I have investigated 
an overreliance on technology and the misuse of data, the difficulty in having honest 
conversations surrounding race in Trump’s America, and the effects of word choice and 
language amongst leaders. I partially reworked a 45 minute piece I choreographed in 
2016, titled ​Mother Earth: An Exploration of Climate Change​, into a dance film for an 
earlier MFA project. In both iterations, it called  attention to the effects of climate change 
on humans and wildlife. While I am truly passionate about more than one issue, this 
thesis represents my recent return to a focus on women’s issues, something that has 
allowed me to tell stories from a more personal, vulnerable place.  
Issues of fertility and childbearing affect many women in my age group, myself 
included. Pregnancy loss, infertility, childless by choice, and abortion are aspects of 
human existence, but the depth of their pervasiveness in society is often not spoken 
about. For me personally, I learned this lesson dearly when my first pregnancy ended in 
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miscarriage in February 2019. The initial shock, shame, and loneliness I felt may very 
well have been tempered if I had had more realistic expectations of fertility and 
pregnancy outcomes.  
              My miscarriage occurred during the spring semester of my first year in the MFA 
program. For my second Special Project, I had decided to make a short, collaborative 
dance film tracking my physical changes and growing body. When I lost the pregnancy, I 
resolved to continue the collaboration. My partner and I changed gears to create a new 
film centered around the theme of loss. This resulted in ​Empty​, the short film that is a 
vital part of this thesis project.  
 My interest in creating dance films and multimedia projects began with ​Mother 
Earth​, my live work adapted for the screen for my first Special Project. The process of 
creating ​Mother Earth​ confirmed my desire to create dance films, a large part of why I 
wanted the rest of my thesis-related work to involve a multimedia aspect. I truly enjoy 
making dance for the camera, and believe that dance films and related media have 
incredible potential to reach a wider audience than does live performance. Though I 
strongly believe nothing will ever replace live performance, the COVID-19 outbreak is 
an example of the usefulness of media and related sharing platforms at a time when art 
and activism are desperately needed. 
            Finally, I strongly believe the current political climate in the U.S. and the 
divisiveness of related discourse is perilous. Women’s voices as well as autonomy over 
their bodies are being constantly attacked from every angle. Activism of every kind, 
including in the form of art, is vital; women’s stories must be told from their perspective. 
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This past fall, for my ​Pedagogical Perspectives​ course, I designed a course titled ​Dance 
and Social Justice​, which examines various ways in which dance and socio-political 
environments are intertwined. Overall, with this course, my thesis, and body of related 
work for ADT, I hope to further establish myself as a scholar on the topic of 
socio-political dance. 
 
Research 
Dance Works about Fertility and Childbearing 
Childbearing is among the most natural and universal experiences in the world. Women 
commonly experience infertility, miscarriage, and/or abortion as well as healthy 
pregnancies and births. If art is a reflection of life, why are these experiences not honestly 
represented? Exploring Western dance and visual art reveals a dichotomy. While visual 
art is slowly starting to reflect difficulties related to pregnancy, the dance field has few 
works representing pregnancy in a positive way or otherwise, instead more commonly 
focusing on motherhood. 
On the west coast, Nina Haft created "The Wake of Your Dive,” a solo for dancer 
Jill Randall when Jill became pregnant. The piece was unique as it “​only existed during 
that point of time, nobody else has ever done it” (Belmar). She performed it while eight 
months pregnant. This is the only work I found in my research choreographed for and 
performed live by a pregnant dancer. 
Furthermore, I found only one dance film, “Expecting,” about a healthy 
pregnancy. This short, professionally produced documentary features Michele Wiles, the 
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director of BalletNext, dancing at eight months pregnant. It contains interviews with 
Wiles about balancing pregnancy and body image while starting a family (Greene). 
However, the film is not easily accessible online and has only been screened at a few 
select festivals. 
  Somewhat more common are short, nonprofessional videos created by dancers 
while pregnant. They are typically made to share with friends and family or on social 
media, and generally portray joyful pregnancies. For example, Tara-Brigitte Bhavnani, a 
Royal Ballet dancer, shared “a time-lapsed video of herself doing ‘a twirl on her toes’ 
every week since her ten-week scan” (Bakar). Wearing the same dress and then revealing 
her baby at the end, the video is simple but pleasing and has been viewed over 12 million 
times. 
Similarly, I have found but one work that explores the emotional pain of 
miscarriage, and none directly addressing infertility or abortion. Released in 2012, the 
dance film “Unborn” openly expresses “the memories and feelings of a young woman 
who has miscarried” (​Bender-Atik).​ The soloist, sitting on a bench outdoors, sees a 
mother happily pushing a stroller and talking to her baby. The footage flashes to her 
dancing alone in a room, anguished. Both the sharp, immediate pain and lingering effects 
of pregnancy loss are evident. 
Dances related to aspects of motherhood are more common. Some even 
incorporate young children into the performance. Jody Oberfelder’s “Rock Me Mama,” 
premiering in 1995, features five women and their infants. Beginning facing upstage with 
their babies hidden, the mothers slowly raise their children above their heads, revealing 
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them to the audience. The piece picks up pace quickly in a joyous and lighthearted 
celebration –babies and mothers traveling across the stage: spinning, reaching, kicking, 
and making different formations. At one point, the babies are free to move how they 
wish: crawling, rocking or bouncing in place. The audiences’ spontaneous laughter and 
clapping is a clear indication of their appreciation for the warmth of the piece 
(Oberfelder).  
Alexandra Beller also choreographed a piece about young children, 
“milkdreams,” which premiered at LaMaMa in 2015. Inspired by the natural, uncensored 
movement of her two young sons, she “revisits [the] ​golden age of infants and toddlers 
when reflexive self-censoring hasn’t yet set in” (Bomboy). From exploring the Moro 
reflex to fumbles and learning to walk, the piece physicalizes the freedom and learning 
children experience. 
Other works focus on suffering related to motherhood. Isadora Duncan created the 
incredibly heavy and sorrowful “Grande Marche” (also known as “Slow March” or 
“Tragic March”) after the untimely death of her two young children in 1913. 
Choreographed in 1914, the original performance of this piece included “six spectral 
figures flanking the lone soloist” (​“Schubert - Grande March D. 819, No. 5 (Slow 
March)”).​ With slow strides, dancers enter the stage in a single-file line, looking 
longingly upward, and then shifting their gaze downward (“Dances by Isadora: Grande 
Marche”). This piece is a powerful expression of a mother’s grief following the death of 
her children. In 1921, Duncan also created a second work, titled “Mother.” This solo 
work has also been widely interpreted as a lament for her loss (“​Scriabin - Etude, Op. 2, 
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No. 1 (Mother)”)​.  
Other works address broader topics such as the parent-child relationship and 
passage of time. In 1971, Alvin Ailey choreographed “Cry” as a tribute for his mother. A 
powerful piece that is “dedicated to all black women everywhere,” it shows a son’s 
acknowledgement of the plight of his mother (​Ailey Pressroom)​. Doris Humphrey’s ​Day 
on Earth​, explores universal truths regarding the human lifecycle, including birth. It is 
described as reaching​ “​into the heart of human experience: love, birth, loss, 
companionship, death, and continuation, and the meaning and solace of work”​ ​(“The 
Dance Works of Doris Humphrey Part 2: Ritmo Jondo, Day On Earth”). 
I have also contemplated the possibility that pieces created about 
pregnancy-related challenges are simply more veiled and abstract. In considering this, 
Martha Graham’s ​Lamentation​ is worthy of discussion. Seated, wearing a tube-like 
garment, the dancer’s head, torso and arm movements depict despair through reaching, 
contracting, thrashing and spiraling. This well-known Graham work premiered in 1930 
and was described in the program notes as a dance of sorrow, however, “​not the sorrow 
of a specific person, time or place but the personification of grief itself” (Kisselgoff). 
However, some dance critics had other ideas. Dance writer Helen Thomas felt the piece 
had a maternal quality, even suggesting it resembled “the struggle of birth” (Garelick). 
A recent phone interview with dance scholar Dr. Neil Baldwin, a leading expert 
on the life and work of Graham, also revealed a similar suspicion or at least appreciation 
for irony, as Graham herself was one of three sisters who never had children. Baldwin 
describes how the feminine force in Graham’s work is huge, with “the maternal, primal 
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birth mother [in] her movement” (Baldwin). Another of her works, ​Appalachian Spring​, 
even contains a moment where a dancer holds and rocks a fictitious baby. Baldwin 
further expounds that Graham’s love of children was well-known amongst company 
members, who were encouraged to bring their children to visit her. Describing her as a 
“non-maternal mother,” Baldwin points out that any potential struggles with loss or 
fertility Graham may have experienced would likely not have been publicly revealed, due 
to her opaque nature (Baldwin). While we will likely never know with certainty her exact 
experiential motive while creating​ Lamentation​, we cannot discount the possibility of 
struggles with fertility or pregnancy loss.  
These pieces from Duncan, Ailey, Humphrey and Graham represent a strong 
collection of live work exploring pain that​ in some way pertains to or conjures 
child-rearing. Still, none of these pieces specifically address challenges related to 
pregnancy; the topics of abortion, miscarriage and infertility are simply not tackled. One 
cannot fault any of these choreographers for neglecting to create works about these 
issues. Yet, as these are some of the choreographers whose work comes closest to 
addressing themes of motherhood and loss, the omission or invisibility of these topics in 
dance becomes glaringly obvious.  
The fact of this lack of pregnancy-related themes in dance further shocks when 
considered next to the statistics detailing the great number of women affected by these 
challenges.​ ​There is an overwhelming prevalence of pregnancy loss, infertility and 
abortion in society. A recent ​New York Times​ article sought to spread awareness on just 
that, with the simple and bold title, “You Know Someone Who’s Had a Miscarriage.” 
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Indeed, one out of four pregnancies end in miscarriage. ​A false picture of the odds of 
miscarriage can cause afflicted women already enduring intense physical and emotional 
challenges to experience an even greater sense of isolation​. Making, watching, and 
participating in dance about these topics entails sharing physicalized grief and other 
emotions that can likely help women connect and heal.  
A similarly prevalent childbearing-related difficulty is abortion. A Center for 
Disease Control and Prevention report tracking abortions in 2016 states that the “abortion 
rate [was] 11.6 per 1,000 women aged 15-44 years, and the abortion ratio was 186 
abortions per 1,000 live births” (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention). Infertility 
too, is surprisingly common. As wording is crucial with regards to statistics, the CDC 
website states that “About 6% of married women aged 15 to 44 years in the United States 
are unable to get pregnant after one year of trying (infertility). Also, about 12% of 
women aged 15 to 44 years in the United States have difficulty getting pregnant or 
carrying a pregnancy to term, regardless of marital status (impaired fecundity)” (Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention). More dance exploring abortion and infertility would 
spread general awareness of these issues to a larger community, combatting stereotypes 
and allowing women to tell their own stories using their own bodies. 
Visual Art about Fertility and Childbearing 
I have found that ​works openly addressing these often-shunned aspects of 
pregnancy are more frequented in Western visual art. The portrayal of pregnancy over 
time has slowly become more realistic and is beginning to include expressions of 
miscarriage, infertility and abortion. 
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Still, in earlier Western art, pregnancy was often avoided, except for depictions of 
religious figures like Callisto and the Virgin Mary (Callisto having become pregnant by 
Zeus in Greek mythology, and the Virgin Mary being the mother of Jesus in Christianity). 
Over time, portraits of other pregnant women became more common, but as with real 
life, it was often difficult to tell if the women depicted were truly pregnant. In art works 
where women were clearly with child, pregnancy and fertility were generally depicted 
positively. 
For example, in 1897 Lauritis Andersen Ring made a portrait of his young 
pregnant wife. In it, she stands on a porch looking out onto a green lawn of flowers and 
trees, wearing a long white dress. It is warm and full of imagery of life, and considered 
by many to be “a symbol of the promise of spring” (Rao). And while not his most famous 
work, Pablo Picasso also made a sculpture (totem) of a pregnant woman in 1950. 
“​Pregnant Woman (La femme enceinte)” was rumored to be created as a way to 
incentivize his wife to have another child. The piece was in a sense a fertility figure, 
showing Picasso’s appreciation for the pregnant female form. 
More recently, there has been a significant push by the visual art community to 
portray pregnancy and childbirth as realistically as possible, sometimes to intentionally 
counter taboos about women’s bodies. An exhibit titled “With Child” at the Worcester 
Art Museum (WAM) in Massachusetts was created to do just this, after responses to an 
earlier display of “The Pregnant Woman” were mixed. “The Pregnant Woman,” a 
painting made in 1931, depicts a heavily pregnant woman naked from the waist up that 
was recently described as “disturbing or disgusting” by multiple older American women. 
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“With Child” (organized by Marcia Lagerway) displays “The Pregnant Woman” and 
other works by the same artist, while also bringing in a series of childbirth photos by 
multimedia artist Carmen Winant. Interestingly, Lagerway discussed the difference in 
response to the female body and childbirth between Europeans and Americans, noting 
Europeans are often more accepting. She states that “this is why [she believes] this 
exhibition is so important: it reveals what is often hidden…. Sometimes, we need to face 
our own shock and dive into it, live it, experience it, and then try to understand it” 
(Indrisek). 
Another artwork noticeable for its boldness is Marni Kotak’s “The Birth of Baby 
X.” In 2011, performance artist Kotak gave birth to her son Ajax at the Microscope 
Gallery in New York, her exhibit converted into a birthing space complete with a birthing 
pool. At the time of her labor, a hired midwife and doula were present, and a video of the 
birth was replayed at the gallery for the remainder of the exhibit. Though some “were fast 
to proclaim that Kotak was ‘narcissistic,’ that her work was ‘not art,’ and that she was 
‘putting the life of her child at risk,’” Kotak nonetheless created conversation and stirred 
debate about the visibility of childbirth in the public sphere (Judkis). 
Visual art about miscarriage, abortion and infertility also seem to be growing in 
recent years. Painter Ashley MacLure, a high school art teacher and artist in 
Massachusetts, was recently noted in the press for her work depicting miscarriages and 
grief. In an unapologetic way, these images show things like “a grimacing young woman 
rendered in black and white [and] curled in a fetal position, splashes of crimson staining 
her bottom” (Hindustan Times). Some of her miscarriage work is painted on delicate 
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glass plates --a symbol of both fragility and traditional feminine domesticity. It is perhaps 
sad but noteworthy that although her works about miscarriage have garnered her a 
following of women, they have not been accepted into juried exhibitions as have some of 
her other more whimsical pieces. 
In addition to paintings, a beautiful series of photographs called ​Lost​ was created 
by photographer Dianne Yudelson, who personally had eleven miscarriages and two live 
births. The series “commemorates her eleven lost pregnancies through the artistic 
assemblage of mementos from each” (Lanquist). Photographs contain an ultrasound 
image, a nametag, and other items such as baby booties, clothing, stuffed animals, and 
even jewelry (gold crosses). This series has received critical acclaim, but Yudelson holds 
that the feedback she received from hundreds of people who experienced miscarriage 
proved most meaningful (Lanquist). The fact that her art compelled so many people to 
reach out to her clearly indicates the need for more art about miscarriage. 
Visual artists Paula Rego and Tony Gum have made a series of paintings 
depicting abortions, another stigmatized yet common experience for women. Paula Rego, 
originally from Portugal, created her abortion series as a political statement on the 
referendum making abortions illegal in Portugal (1998-2007) and the dangers of 
back-alley abortions. In the United States, Jasmine Wahi and Marilyn Minter championed 
this idea by curating an exhibit, “Abortion is Normal,” in response to legal rollbacks of 
abortion rights in Alabama. Tony Gum’s singular painting is more personal, a reflection 
on the fact that “women are unprepared for how grueling an abortion can be,” 
compounding any sense of shame or guilt (Jansen). 
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Work raising awareness about infertility is also on the rise. In 2014, the nonprofit 
organization Art of Infertility was created, with a mission “to break the silence around the 
experiences of infertility, offering art and storytelling as therapeutic heuristics to capture 
and express the realities, pains, and joys of infertility” (Art of Infertility). They collect 
artwork from a diverse group of people in the infertility community, present exhibits, 
advocate for infertility rights, and hold educational workshops that provide space for 
connecting and healing. Exhibits include oral histories, portraiture and more. The 
organization has collected over 200 artworks since its inception, showing the desire for 
people to create art about their own experiences with infertility. 
Overall, evidence clearly suggests that visual art works in the Western world are 
increasingly addressing pregnancy in a real way, whereas the dance world is lagging. As 
modern dance choreographers have historically addressed important social issues, a 
legacy exists that must now expand to include issues of fertility and childbearing. 
Fulfilling this need will bring dance closer to the pregnancy-related activism seen in 
visual art fields, spread awareness about pregnancy-related issues, and facilitate healing. 
My artistic choices were greatly influenced by this need for change. I was 
particularly inspired by the bold, unapologetic nature of “The Birth of Baby X.” I 
resolved never to tone down the emotional nature of my piece for the comfort of 
audiences, or be overly abstract. Furthermore, this research inspired me to use visual art 
directly as a source of imagery for movement. Particularly influential pieces for my 
creative process are discussed further in the Methodology section. 
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 Methodology 
Background and Rehearsal Process 
I suffered a miscarriage in February of 2019, which led to the creation of ​Empty​, the 
dance film portion of my work. ​Empty​ features myself ​as​ myself, with no pretense of 
acting. ​We filmed over a span of two days in various outdoor and indoor locations, 
including on a dock, at a waterfall, in a bathtub, and on a swing in a playground. 
Locations were chosen for their resemblance to motifs of nature and childhood. ​Water 
was a recurring theme, symbolizing several things ranging from a blood-like, life-giving 
fluid to the flow or passage of time.​ ​Most movement was improvised and a true 
expression of my devastation in real time. I found the movement itself to be cathartic, and 
possibly the one true time I let myself grieve in a physical sense. Afterward, some of the 
movements in the film were used as inspiration and a starting point for choreography 
with the women of my company for the live portion of my thesis. In addition to 
movement, thematic and location choices in ​Empty,​ a great deal of thought went into 
lighting, sound and editing.  
            My collaborative process with Jarrod Clack while working on ​Empty​ was a 
critical part of my rationale for the rest of my choreographic work on this thesis. It 
reconfirmed my desire to create more about pregnancy-related issues, and how beneficial 
such art can be for female choreographers, dancers and audience members. In addition to 
my personal healing, I received an outpouring of positive support from women who 
viewed the film online. Many shared their own experiences of loss, often paired with 
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gratitude for making art and inviting conversation about the topic. 
I feel blessed to say that I became pregnant again almost immediately, and gave 
birth to a healthy baby boy in November of 2019. Needless to say, during the creation of 
the choreographic portion of this thesis, I was either pregnant immediately following a 
miscarriage, or newly post-partum. I mention this because it is apropos to my subject 
matter, but also because my emotional and physical state undoubtedly influenced many 
choreographic and process-related decisions. 
Rehearsals early on began with lengthy discussions about issues surrounding 
female fertility and childbirth. Realizing we could easily spend thirty minutes to an hour 
talking about miscarriage or infertility, we often forced ourselves to stop in order to 
experiment with movement. Being heavily pregnant, I instructed dancers to improvise 
about our discussions, using whichever aspect of our conversation most closely related to 
their own experiences and concerns. 
My observations of the dancers in these improvisations helped me cast my five 
characters: infertility, childless by choice, pregnancy loss, abortion, and healthy 
pregnancies. Looking at the energy and movement quality of each dancer, I assigned a 
character or backstory to each to supply a source and purpose from which to move and 
create material. While these characters were never explicitly identified in the final 
product, they helped shape the piece tremendously, giving dancers more guidance during 
their own improvisation and in manipulation of material. 
The piece was originally structured in an A, G, B, G, C, G, D, G, E, G format 
with G representing group work, and A-E representing short solos by each of the 
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individual women sharing their experiences. As the piece developed, solos were 
shortened and the group continued to move more during solo sections. More focus was 
soon given to the relationship between women and how the sharing of their stories 
fostered a stronger sense of community. 
Much of the group work stemmed from five very simple movement phrases that I 
created. These series were loosely named the “face touch series,” the “hand running 
down leg combo,” the “back of hand to floor combo,” the “fingers across belly phrase” 
and the “reach phrase.” These phrases were largely inspired by research into visual 
artwork about pregnancy, miscarriage, and abortion. For example, the “fingers across the 
belly phrase” developed as a response to me noticing a common tendency for paintings to 
depict pregnant women and those who have miscarried with at least one hand on their 
abdomen. As if communicating with a fetus, I adapted this idea to focus on fingers 
walking across the belly. The focus on hands and fingers then expanded into other 
phrases, such as the “hand running down leg” and “face touch series,” respectively. 
Below are several images showing the development of our “face touch series” and “reach 
phrase” at various stages of development.  
            Each of these phrases were then reworked by the dancers, who infused the 
movement with a sense of each distinct character. If at times I felt the phrase needed to be 
further individualized, I would offer verbal cues such as “stickier,” “heavier,” or “as if 
you’re moving through syrup” to instruct distinct dancers to develop their material. 
Figures 1-4 below, taken from screenshots of video footage from several rehearsals, show 
the “face touch series” and “reach phrase” at different stages of development.  
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 Figure 1: Face Touch Series - Initial Creation. Still from video by Rebekka Nodhturft. 
 
 
Figure 2: Face Touch Series with Individual Characterization. Still from video by Rebekka Nodhturft. 
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 Figure 3: Reach Phrase - Individual Variations. Still from video by Rebekka Nodhturft. 
 
 
Figure 4: Adaptation of Reach Phrase. Still from video by Rebekka Nodhturft. 
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 As the piece progressed, I continued exploring new movement ideas and qualities 
stemming from various sources of inspiration. One such source was the work of artist 
Paula Rego, whose Abortion Series includes a painted triptych of three women. Each 
woman is in a different position, yet all are curved at the waist, seemingly in pain 
(Jansen). This imagery sparked in me an understanding of the universality of 
contractions, from menstrual cycles and miscarriages, to abortion and labor contractions. 
As such, a slight contraction with a spiral is one movement impetus that recurs 
throughout the work. 
My dance film, ​Empty​, also served as a valuable wellspring for new and reworked 
material. Watching it together with dancers, I instructed each woman to look at repeated 
gestures and the general mood of the piece and create their own phrase based on it. I then 
instructed them to “make it their own,” adjusting it however they deemed necessary to fit 
their character. Greater adjustments were needed for characters for whom intense grief 
was not apt. Dancers were up for the challenge, and some of what they extrapolated and 
created from this was incorporated into their solos, which also included material from the 
five phrases discussed above. 
Another method of devising new material was allowing dancers to generate their 
own phrases based on several simple gestures that I gave them. I created six very 
simplistic one-count gestures, and encouraged the dancers to combine them in any order 
and elaborate on them in any way they saw fit. Prompted by me, the dancers utilized 
repetition and accumulation, adjusted temporal dynamics and levels, and added unique 
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characterizations. This particular exercise wound up becoming the beginning of our 
piece. After an expanded high release, dancers complete their phrase in suspended 
slow-motion shortly after repeating their phrase at their own desired tempo. The piece 
expands from there and solos begin. 
As the piece developed and progressed, I sought to incorporate feedback from my 
thesis advisor Maxine Steinman, and readers Lauren Grant and Kyle deCamp. At their 
suggestion, and at the time of the last two rehearsals that were filmed, we were working 
on several ideas, including the further development of relationships through spacing, and 
making solos more dynamic. During our last rehearsal, I experimented with bringing 
dancers even closer together during both solo and group sections, to give a deeper sense 
of connection between the women, and a sense of urgency and response to each other. 
During each dancer’s solo, I began picking out moments that could easily be modified to 
create greater dynamic shifts. For example, I asked one soloist who repeats something 
twice to do it slowly the first time and much faster with explosive energy the second 
time. I also asked dancers to examine their solos individually and search for ways to 
make them more dynamic. 
Other areas of the piece that were still evolving include dynamics and rhythmic 
phrasing of group work. In our last two rehearsals, we were considering allowing some of 
the unison gesture phrases to repeat more, growing and changing as they did. We were 
also discussing ways to vary musicality more and create more rhythmic diversity. 
 It should be noted that the piece was created without music in order to focus 
primarily on movement without music’s influence. As someone who grew up focused on 
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ballet, tap, and jazz, I wanted to challenge myself to work in a new way, and not let the 
music guide me too drastically. As the piece evolved, and it became clear that more 
rhythmic changes were needed, I created a score using Audacity editing software. I 
devised this after trying several different songs by Ben Frost in rehearsal, including “We 
Love you Michael Gira” and “Leo Needs a New Pair of Shoes.” I determined the best 
way to order, edit and adapt them. The final soundtrack is layered over the video. 
My sponsor and readers also encouraged me to consider live music. I was very 
intrigued by this and spoke with the talented percussionist Glen Fittin, but unfortunately, 
it quickly became clear that the performance would be cancelled due to COVID-19. I 
therefore created a soundscore that could be used for a film and possible later 
performances after the containment of the outbreak.  
As music was finalized, we also established costumes. After several discussions 
with dancers, we decided upon very large, oversized T-shirt​ dresses​ reaching down the 
thigh. Short black shorts were to be worn underneath and nude socks as footwear. The 
shirts were thin and moved beautifully in response to the dancers’ movements. Each was 
a slightly different color and cut to show the dancers’ individuality, but all in the color 
family of reds, maroons and pinks. The design intended to portray a sense of intimacy, as 
though wearing something only donned in the privacy of one’s home.  
Thesis Presentation 
As mentioned above, my original thesis performance scheduled for March 21, 
2020 was cancelled due to the COVID-19 outbreak. In lieu of a live performance, I am 
submitting a video. The video begins with my short dance film, ​Empty​, which would 
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have been projected live. It is followed by lightly edited footage from company rehearsals 
on March 1st and March 8th. As the company typically rehearses on Sunday evenings, it 
should be noted our March 15th rehearsal was also cancelled due to the Coronavirus.  
Rehearsal videos were therefore taken several weeks before the expected 
performance date, when we were actively adjusting choreography, and I was receiving 
ample feedback from my thesis committee. The videos used were taken late in the 
evening for personal use only, not recorded with the intent of being shared or edited. 
Dancers were not in costume. It should also be noted that while all five dancers were in 
attendance on March 1st, one was absent on March 8th. 
At the suggestion of my thesis committee, I edited these videos together, splicing 
and creating in a way that gives viewers an idea of the trajectory I had intended to take. 
To accomplish this, I collaborated with one of my dancers, Madeline Charles, who has 
access to advanced editing software. This was necessary because I typically use Brooklyn 
Public Library or Montclair State University resources for editing software, and they 
were temporarily closed. Charles and I spoke frequently during this process. We watched 
the video together through screen-sharing services to make creative decisions, over which 
I had the final say. Charles also used the soundscore I created to layer music over 
movement. Regardless, it should be understood that this video does not represent the 
caliber of the finished work if I had had several more rehearsals and if it had been 
performed live.  
Feedback 
Though I do not have access to live audience feedback for obvious reasons, I 
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reached out to my dancers about their experience working on or viewing the piece. I 
asked for their honest insights into what they learned, how they felt, and any impact on 
their way of thinking about issues related to fertility and childbearing. Several dancers 
expressed learning more about how common pregnancy-related issues are, with Darrigan 
DeMattos asserting that ​the “piece made [her] realize that a vast majority have issues in 
[child-rearing]” (DeMattos). Mollie Sharples, who has expressed her desire not to have 
children, stated that ​“​it helped [her] to understand points of view that usually make [her] 
anxious as well as [hopefully teaching her] to be more mindful of what the women 
around [her] could be going through​” (Sharples).  
Dancer Mollie Charles commented on the creative process, explaining that the 
“improv mixed with the segments of movement created by Rebekka made the 
camaraderie between dancers more immediate and full than in typical dances, and that 
created a stronger web of women/characters in this piece.” She explains that the 
characters ​were “all reacting to the same event - pregnancy - in completely different 
ways, but those differences can lead us to support one another rather than turn away” 
(Charles). 
I also shared my work with a close friend, Stephanie Vadala. She stated that “so 
often, and from [her] own experience, it’s a very lonely place to be even if you have a 
support system. The ending [of the work] was a really great reminder that even though it 
feels lonely, you are not the only one going through these thoughts and feelings” 
(Vadala).  
This feedback was rewarding, and made me feel that even without a live 
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performance, I managed to accomplish most of what I set forth to do. The conversations 
and learning that took place during the creative process were highlighted, and renewed 
my appreciation for the rehearsal process. I am also both pleased and humbled that my 
work reminded Vadala that she was not alone in her experiences.  
In addition, I received significant positive feedback on ​Empty​. Dr. Neil Baldwin, a 
Professor at Montclair State University, “found ​Empty​ to be harrowing and raw and at 
times almost unwatchable - not meant as a criticism - perhaps made bearable simply by 
knowing you now have a child” (Baldwin). In this case, I interpreted “unwatchable” to be 
a testament to the strong emotional impact of my work. After sharing it online, I received 
an outpouring of support, including messages from six women who shared their own 
stories of pregnancy loss. Reading their comments made me feel as if many women are 
waiting to share their personal stories, but need a simple prompt - a permission if you will 
- to speak openly. 
Results and Implications for the Future 
The results of this process have been very rewarding for me. Creating dance about such a 
deeply personal issue was healing for me and allowed me to discuss these realities more 
openly with not just my dancers, but a wider circle of friends, family and even 
acquaintances who viewed ​Empty​ online. Knowing that few dance works about issues of 
fertility and childbearing exist reminded me of the importance of my undertaking as well 
as the need to call this absence to the attention of others.  
My approach to choreography has also expanded as a result of this thesis project. 
In the past, I instructed dancers to find motivation for movement using a variety of tools 
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ranging from music to emotions to descriptive words. This thesis project was the first 
time I created well-defined characters with significant backstories as a driving force. I 
learned that giving dancers strong characters allows for a great collaborative process; 
dancers are better able to manipulate movement in unique ways, and the depth of these 
characters also influenced the development of relationships and partner work. A few 
dancers were so connected to their characters after several months of working that they 
suggested choreographic ideas based on how their character would act. This was a new 
and exciting experience for me and led to a richer collaborative process.  
This thesis project also led me to widen my use of gesture as a choreographic tool. 
Inspired by visual art related to child-rearing, I honed in on the simplest of gestures with 
the help of my advisor. These simple gestures were then manipulated, repeated, and 
rearranged in ways that were infinitely more dynamic and gratifying than the original 
movement. I will continue to explore the use of gesture in future works. 
In this time of uncertainty due to COVID-19, it is difficult to know exactly what 
the future holds in terms of arts education, research, funding, and performance 
opportunities. Still, I am hopeful that my company will perform this piece live within the 
next calendar year, and I have told them as much. We have had one “online” rehearsal via 
video-conference to check-in, to dance a little in our own spaces, and to discuss artistic 
creation in this new era. At this moment, I am hesitant to fully take the project in a new 
direction involving more technology, likely because I was so looking forward to 
performing it live. However, if social distancing continues for several months or more, I 
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may begin reworking, expanding and changing the project to be more along the lines of a 
complete dance film. 
COVID-19 related adjustments aside, I know my creative work will continue to 
explore deeply intimate realities that women experience, that are not always spoken about 
freely and are potentially stigmatized. Beyond this thesis, I hope to create related works 
about women’s work-life balance and other domestic issues. I also intend to expand my 
use of media and film over time to create short dance films and multimedia performances 
about these issues. Finally, I will continue to push to establish myself as a leader in the 
field of dance and social justice, working and collaborating with colleagues, my 
company, and students. In line with Awaken Dance Theater’s mission, I will continue to 
make bold statements about important social and political issues through dance and 
encourage others who are so inspired to do the same.  
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